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Chapter 4: 

The National Democratic Revolution – The South 
African Road to Socialism

legacy we are up against, it is impossible to provide a clear programmatic 

understanding of the national democratic revolution. The contemporary 

relevance of each of the three interlinked dimensions – the “national”, 

the “democratic”, and, above all, the “revolutionary” – becomes vague.

This general vagueness about our history is not accidental. Vagueness has 

helped to clear the way for an emergent bourgeois endeavour to assert 

a new ideological hegemony over our national liberation movement. In 

this endeavour, the “NDR” is presented implicitly, and often explicitly, 

as the “bourgeois” “stage” of the revolution. The capitalist revolution, 

BUT THE CAPITALIST REVOLUTION IN SOUTH AFRICA HAS LONG 

BEEN MADE! The commanding heights of our economy have long been 

South African capitalist class. The great majority of South Africans have 

long been proletarianised, that is, alienated from independent means of 

production and with nothing to sell but their labour power. 

The NDR is not a “stage” in which capitalism has to be “completed” 

and poverty in our society. It is a struggle to overcome the vicious impact 

sharpened and integrated into capitalist relations of production over a 

of our country to be shared, as the Freedom Charter declares. It is a 

To be all of this, the NDR has to be a revolutionary struggle to transform the 

underlying, systemic features of our society that continue to reproduce race, 
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gendered and class oppression. Which is to say: The NDR in our present 

development accumulation path of our economy, and the chronic 

underdevelopment that this accumulation path still daily reproduces.

The SACP has consistently believed that it is possible and necessary to 

advance and develop a national democratic revolutionary strategy of this 

kind that unites, in action, a range of classes and social strata. We have 

also always believed that within our South African reality, unless the working 

class builds its hegemony in every site of power, and unless socialist ideas, 

values, organisation and activism boldy assert themselves, the NDR will lose 

its way and stagnate.

Why a NATIONAL revolution?

Understanding more clearly the key strategic tasks of the NDR helps us 

to understand why we speak of a NATIONAL democratic revolution. The 

“national” in the NDR has three key dimensions.

.

It is a struggle to consolidate national popular sovereignty for our country, 

to ensure that, as much as possible, South Africans are able to determine 

or domination.

It is here that the dependent development path into which we have been 

oil shortages, the danger of allowing the pursuit of “global competitiveness” 

to always trump national development, the negligent way in which we have 

all of these undermine our national sovereignty. 

This is not to say that we should close South Africa off from the rest of the 

world. That is neither possible nor desirable. But we have to overcome our 
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are not opposites, they are integrally linked.

The “national” in the national democratic revolution refers also to the task of 

NATION BUILDING

task of consolidating a single, collective South Africanness, building 

unity in plurality. This aspect of nation building is not merely symbolic, it is a 

necessary task in the struggle to mobilise our forces for the ongoing NDR. 

But nation building must also critically address the material infrastructure 

that can help to build this sense of unity, and whose current highly 

divisive patterns still often undermine it. Our national revolution has 

to be a revolution that addresses, for instance, the skewed nature of our 

divide between developed urban and devastated rural areas. Above all, this 

kind of infrastructural transformation is not just about technocratic “delivery”, 

mobilised energies of millions of ordinary South Africans.

The third dimension of the “national” in the NDR is REVOLUTIONARY 

NATIONALISM. We have noted that one of the great assets of our revolution 

is an unbroken legacy of popular struggle stretching back over several 

centuries. This legacy has been constantly drawn upon, replenished and 

transformed in struggle. It continues to provide a source of collective identity, 

of popular capacity and empowerment for a majority of South Africa’s workers 

and poor. It is this reality that accounts for the enduring popularity of the 

ANC, whatever the challenges it might be facing. This is not to say that any 

of us can simply take this popularity for granted. It is a popularity that has to 

be constantly won in leading the struggle, in empowering popular forces to 

be their own emancipators, and in grasping the class and gender content of 

the national struggle.

The SACP’s strategic alliance with revolutionary nationalism is very much 
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the revolutionary character of the nationalism of colonially oppressed 

peoples, and the imperative of the workers socialist struggle to support 

and draw strength from this Third World revolutionary nationalism. 

It is important to emphasise this point in the present because the revolutionary 

nationalist traditions of our struggle are under threat from various directions. 

tendencies, often of a “modernising” and technocratic kind, to view the 

dominant African nationalist traditions of our struggle as simply “populist”, 

revolutionary legacy. 

by many class and other social forces.  The struggle for working class and 

popular hegemony of African nationalism is a struggle against elite abuse 

Revolutionary nationalism in SA must be contested for, broadened so 

that it remains the shared legacy of all South Africans, and drawn upon 

in the struggle for a socialism that is both patriotic and internationalist.

Why a DEMOCRATIC revolution?

Democracy is both the goal of, and a critical means for waging the NDR. 

In the objective reality of our country and world, the South African NDR will 

have to be thoroughly democratic, or it will not succeed at all.

Historically, in the 18th and 19th centuries, many (but not all) bourgeois 

national revolutions in Europe saw considerable democratic advances for a 

emergent bourgeoisie. These democratic advances had little if anything to 

do with the “inherently democratic” nature of capitalism, and everything to 
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and the state apparatuses that upheld their domination. Broad movements 

were mobilised around the banner of basic democratic rights for all, general 

and institutions that emerged in earlier centuries out of these national 

popular struggles were always curtailed and constantly threatened by the 

Nevertheless, the achievements of these earlier bourgeois national 

democratic revolutions marked important historical progress, and the 

of the 20th

like Britain or France, etc. – that had emerged from the earlier bourgeois 

democratic revolutions and were now bourgeois democracies at home, but 

colonial powers abroad).

The Freedom Charter, correctly, conceptualises democracy across three 

mutually reinforcing dimensions:

Democracy as representative democracy, with the right of all adult 

country;

Democracy as 

active

and participatory process facilitated by what the Freedom Charter 

sided emphasis on one or the other carries grave dangers. 

, as important 

as these certainly are, can turn democracy into a formulaic and episodic 

reality dominated by professional elites. It can also transform progressive 

political movements and parties into narrow electoralist machines.
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A

 in which the 

constitutional right of everyone to, for instance, “trade where they choose, to 

the Freedom Charter), is elevated above and at the expense of the need to 

radically transform the systemic features of our society. Which is why, 

in the Freedom Charter, this particular sentence on the right of everyone to 

“trade where they choose” etc. is subordinated to (but not eliminated by) the 

preceding sections in the relevant Freedom Charter clause: “The national 

wealth of our country, the heritage of all South Africans, shall be restored to 

the people. The mineral wealth beneath the soil, the banks and monopoly 

industry shall be transferred to the ownership of the people as a whole. All 

trade, etc.

localised organs 

of popular power

These moves in the direction of popular power marked the beginnings of 

implementing the Freedom Charter’s vision of “

government

period with a range of institutions intended to advance popular participation 

in governance. They include community policing forums, school governing 

bodies, and ward committees. The degree to which any of these have 

lived up to the possibilities of being active institutions for the consolidation 

of people’s power needs to be assessed. Nonetheless, they represent an 

understanding that democratic governance is not something which can be 

consigned to government alone. These and other potential sites of localised 

popular power have to be contested and transformed through active working 

class and popular struggles.

sectorally based) organs of people’s power to the detriment of the other 
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lead to a neglect of the struggle to transform the content and character 

of the central commanding heights of state power. It can also lead to a 

 of representative democracy, or even of a 

The 20th

liberation movement rejections of electoral politics, or constitutional rights on 

the mistaken grounds that these are inherently “bourgeois” (or “imperialist”). 

working class forces that have ended up becoming the major purged victims 

ideas”.

For the SACP, representative democracy, the respect for progressive 

power are ALL critically important dimensions of the national 

democratic and, indeed, vibrant socialist democracy we strive to build.

Why a REVOLUTION?

Our ND struggle is revolutionary

process to achieve its strategic objectives. In earlier decades the ANC always 

correctly insisted that ours was not a “civil rights” struggle. While civil rights 

are critically important, our strategic national democratic objective was never 

understood to be a struggle simply for the “inclusion” of the black majority, 

by providing them rights within what were then the existing structures 

of power. It was never a case of struggling to make apartheid structures 

“more representative”. We understood very clearly that the structures of 

power (whether racial, class, or patriarchal) had themselves to be thoroughly 

transformed.

However, since 1994, and particularly (but not only) in the decisive area of 

economic power, there have been strong tendencies to slide backwards 

“transformation” of the apartheid economy (or more accurately of a capitalist 

promotion of “representative” blacks or women, without addressing the 
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It is precisely this notion of “deracialisation” without class content that 

underpins much of the present elitist “black economic empowerment” model. 

An agenda of “deracialisation” without a systemic understanding of CST, 

or of class power, or of patriarchy, also means that there are no national 

democratic strategic guidelines provided to those who are promoted to 

This is NOT to say that nothing short of communism, that is, nothing short of 

abolishing capitalism will enable us to at least begin to make major inroads 

of our society. There is, indeed, both the possibility and the imperative 

democratic programme of transformation.

class. But it is a working class that must exert its hegemony through, 

of urban and rural poor, and impoverished black middle strata. But a 

working class hegemony over the NDR must be more ambitious than 

even this. Emerging strata of capital, and even established capital must 

be actively mobilised into the transformational agenda. This will not 

happen spontaneously, and it will seldom happen willingly. Which is 

why an NDR agenda, including the agenda of mobilising private capital 

resources, has to be driven by active working class struggle. 

The mobilisation of private capital into an NDR struggle should be 

, which should include 

sustainable development of the forces of production, the elimination 

of compradorist, parasitic and other corrupt tendencies, and an active 

contribution to a strategic industrial policy that overcomes CST sectoral 

and spatial imbalances. Quite how various capitalist strata, black and white, 

(or, rather, the immense resources controlled by them) get to be mobilised 

into such an agenda will vary according to circumstance. It will range from 

enforcing effective strategic discipline on movement members involved in 
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state and also popular regulation, public private participation arrangements, 

above should constitute the strategic core and the basis for a developmentally 

oriented and strategically driven professional cadre in the state, in boards of 

parastatals, and in sections of the private sector

Two things are certain.  Firstly, we will never achieve broad national 

democratic mobilisation, including of capitalist resources, if, as the liberation 

movement, we are unclear ourselves as to what the “R” in the NDR is all 

about. Secondly, working class hegemony within the state, the economy, our 

communities and, of course, within our organisations, is the critical factor for 

developing a purposeful, strategically clear, and practically effective NDR.

Since the late 1920s, the Communist Party in South Africa has 

to socialism. The rich struggle history that this strategic perspective 

has promoted over many decades speaks for itself.  The wisdom of 

African and global reality. 

“stage”. The NDR is not a detour, or a delay, it is the most direct route to 

socialism in the South African reality. The NDR is also not the “postponement” 

of the class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the working class. How 

could it be? That class struggle is a daily reality embedded in the very 

nature of capitalism itself. The NDR is a strategic approach to advancing 

that class struggle in the material conditions of SA and the world in 

which we live. The prosecution of an NDR is the strategic means for 

maximising the size and coherence of a popular camp and for isolating 

capital and the imperialist forces that underpin it. The success of an 

NDR is, however, not guaranteed by theory and declaration . Working 

class and popular struggles, guided by clear strategies and tactics, 

and effective organisation, are the determing reality.

It is for this reason that the SACP regards the alliance as still relevant 
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convenient conduit for our struggle for socialism but it is necessary 

for the achievement of the goals of the NDR itself.

Build Socialism now

Socialism is a transitional social system between capitalism (and other 

the socialised component of the economy is dominant and hegemonic. The 

socialised economy is that part of the economy premised on meeting social 

Socialising the economy includes the direct empowerment of workers on 

, by progressively increasing their control over:

the powers of possession

the production process, product development, safety and working 

conditions, etc.; and

the powers of ownership

around the allocation of social surplus, including investment policies, 

budgetary priorities, etc.

wide range of social 

ownership forms, including:

A predominant and varied public sector, particularly in key strategic 

areas, with enterprises owned and managed by the central state, by 

provincial and municipal authorities. These public sector enterprises 

need to be subjected to various forms of democratic oversight and 

parliamentary oversight, consumer councils and the media;

, including small service 

publicly run marketing and purchasing cooperatives.
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The active use of social capital to achieve developmental objectives 

The struggle for socialism also involves:

Rolling back the capitalist market – particularly through a struggle 

education, the environment, public transport, housing, social security, 

culture and information, and work itself. These are fundamental 

social rights. They should not be commodities whose availability, and 

such basic needs completely free. Some may be free, others not.  

education are free, other basic needs like household electricity are 

charged. However, the price for household electricity in this case is 

complete cost recovery for the public entity providing the electricity. In 

the Cuban case, pricing of household electricity is used primarily to 

encourage household rationing of a scarce public good.

Transforming the market – socialism is not necessarily about 

abolishing markets, but rather about rolling back the accumulated 

class power of capitalists in the market. Transforming the power 

relations on markets includes: 

Increasing the power of the working class on the labour market 

– eliminating unemployment, strengthening the power of trade 

unions, skills training, an effective social security net, and a 

massive land reform initiative;

The effective use of state subsidies, tendering and procurement 

policies, regulatory controls, and the use, on the market, of public 

sector corporations to transform and democratise markets;

The establishment of effective consumer negotiating forums and 

of the working class.



13th Congress Political Programme of the SACP 2012 - 2017

 52 THE SOUTH AFRICAN ROAD TO SOCIALISM 

societies began, it was possible to think that socialism, like capitalism, would 

be constructed on the basis of unlimited natural resources and endless 

in the 20th century, there were often strong deviations into an economism of 

people, to democracy, and to the environment. 

A socialism of the 21st century will need to think and act differently.

Already the Cuban revolution, faced with the sudden crisis of the collapse 

of the Soviet bloc and with the abrupt loss of the majority of its oil supplies 

range of measures that focus on shortening logistics lines, moving to small 

farming plots, using organic fertilisers and pesticides, and combining the 

seen only as emergency measures in a particular situation. Nor should they 

be seen as a step back into the past, they are, in many respects, a step 

forward into the only sustainable future. A socialism of the 21st century 

will place a premium on ensuring food security for its people, on 

sustainable livelihoods, sustainable households and communities and 

the sustainable use of natural resources.

market by decommodifying basic needs, advancing a wide array of socially 

Indeed, all of these measures are critical to the effective advance, 

consolidation and defence of the NDR. Which is why the SACP says:

Socialism is the future – Build it Now!
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Chapter 5: 

The SACP and State Power

.

. Its strength needs to lie not in its 

and catalysing capacity and, above all, in its ability to help weld together a 

and working class power. Without these realities, in a world dominated by 

powerful transnational corporations, no country can hope to embark on a 

progressive developmental path.

Since the democratic breakthrough of 1994 we have endeavoured to build 

a national democratic developmental state. This endeavour has been 

challenged by a range of objective factors, by the contestation of other class 

forces, and by subjective errors, confusions and instances of indecisiveness. 

The South African democratic breakthrough occurred at a time in which 

ideas impacted upon the new state and its programmes. In particular, 

always partially mitigated by attempts 

to simultaneously fashion a “caring” state focused on redistribution of 

resources by way of “delivery”. Indeed, the years since the democratic 

millions of low cost houses, water, electricity and telephone connections. 

Reconstruction and Development Programme, had envisaged a close, 

integral connection between growth and development – growth had to be 

developmental. In practice, the new state increasingly separated these 
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conceptualised as a series of government “delivery” targets. 

The State Apparatus – and the Legacy of the Past

In 1994 the state apparatus that the liberation movement inherited and 

sought to transform was thoroughly distorted by its internal colonial features. 

and rigidly hierarchical state bureaucracy that had serviced a white minority 

welfarist system.

From the 1930s the white minority state also developed major parastatals 

These were all part of an unfolding strategic industrial policy programme. From 

In the latter years of apartheid, as its own crisis developed, hegemony 

security apparatus, with a vast increase in security budgets and personnel. 

busting networks emerged, involving state employees, spies, mercenaries, 

many of these networks mutated into supposedly legitimate businesses, 

consultancies, and private security operations and many succeeded in 

leading cadres in the movement. This legacy, whose effects persist into 

the present, has contributed to many of the challenges of corruption and 

factionalism, including within sensitive parts of the state, that we still confront.
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ethnically fragmented set of former Bantustan, township, “Coloured” and 

“Indian” bureaucracies. In 1994 the new state inherited almost 650,000 former 

Bantustan bureaucrats. While there were obviously dedicated professionals 

among them, the dominant ethos in the Bantustan bureaucracies was one 

powerful and perverse imprint on our contemporary reality. Provinces that 

incorporated former Bantustan bureaucracies are often those with the most 

serious administrative challenges in the present. 

These various perverse legacies and their impact on the present have, 

the remedies that were sought in order to transform the state and its 

liberal aligned “new public management” approach.

sector. It includes:

managerialist ethics of “delivery” to “customers”

Replacing professional leadership of the public sector with generic 

Replacing professional and vocational incentives in the public 

sector with  monetary incentives that are, in turn, typically based on 
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Further transforming the public administration from a “doing” 

apparatus into a “purchaser” of services from the private sector. 

Professionals in the state apparatus, those that have remained, 

have been increasingly reduced to compilers and adjudicators of 

In developed economies, like the UK, Australia, Canada or New Zealand, 

the “new public management” approach was implemented variously with 

through the 1990s in these very countries that had pioneered the approach, 

the many problems associated with it were beginning to be evident – in 

particular the serious fragmentation of the state apparatus. Since the 1990s 

government.

Unfortunately, at the very time that there were these growing criticisms of the 

to uncritically adopt it as the silver bullet that would help us to transform 

our inherited public sector legacy. It was bad medicine to begin with, but 

it was bad medicine developed for an entirely different set of challenges 

in any case. It was not as if South Africa in 1994 was inheriting a unitary, 

state. That was not remotely our situation at all.  

action itself.



 57THE SOUTH AFRICAN ROAD TO SOCIALISM 

13th Congress Political Programme of the SACP 2012 - 2017

Strategic Coordination of the State

liberalism associated with monopoly capital predictably sought to strengthen 

aligned with government policy and the ruling party’s electoral mandate. 

transversal coordinator of all national line departments and other spheres 

marked a clear victory for this agenda.

Over the past few years there have been increasing efforts to assert a different 

strategic agenda for the transversal coordination of the state apparatus 

– including the establishment of Ministerial Clusters, a National Planning 

Commission in the Presidency, a Presidential Infrastructure Coordinating 

economic policy and the Treasury should be aligned – rather than the other 

way around.

The local government crisis

In addition to all of these challenges, a further challenge to the endeavour 

the local government sphere. Prior to the 1994 democratic breakthrough, 

municipal governance was, essentially, a white minority reality. After the 

elected local government. In the municipal demarcation process care has 

bantustan areas into former “white” local towns. 
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This has clearly been a progressive and necessary step – however, without 

further transformation of our urban and rural spatial settlement patterns, and 

without effective funding models for municipalities – this incorporation process 

has resulted in serious sustainability challenges. The Mangaung metro, for 

instance, is made up of the still relatively compact former Bloemfontein 

CBD and its adjoining residential areas AND, 50 kilometres away, as part 

of Mangaung’s population lives in Thaba Nchu, but Thaba Nchu has few 

amenities and job opportunities. It was designed as a labour reserve, and it 

remains one. Corridor development along the 50 kilometres that separates 

Bloemfontein from Thaba Nchu is not feasible. The responsibilities of the 

Mangaung metropolitan administration have grown immensely from the old 

repeated in varying degrees throughout local government in SA. A better 

funding model for local government is absolutely imperative, as is the 

use management and planning, and a focus on infrastructure that supports 

transport sector.

Only working class hegemony and activism on the ground and in the 

role. But how do we take forward this struggle?

Since the democratic breakthrough of 1994 the SACP has been a “party of 

governance” – but not a governing party as such.  Tens of thousands of 

South African communists have taken up the challenges of governance, as 

including the armed forces and in the safety and security institutions. The 

communists in these many deployments in the state apparatus, whether as 

ministers, senior civil servants or public sector workers. 

1994, 1999 and 2004), and in local government elections, the SACP chose 
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to campaign on the basis of single ANC electoral lists. The SACP was 

always active in seeking to shape the ANC election manifestos, and the SACP 

electoral campaigns. However, priority was given to securing overwhelming 

ANC election victories. 

In the course of these elections, thousands of SACP members, endorsed 

National Assembly, the National Council of Provinces, provincial legislatures 

integrity, unity and discipline of our leading alliance partner, the ANC, without 

losing their own communist identity, principles and morality.

needs to be subject to ongoing SACP assessment and review. The

modalities of the SACP’s participation in elections are not a matter 

of timeless principle. As an independent political party, the SACP has 

allies. There are, however, three fundamental principles that will continue to 

guide us in this matter:

The SACP is not, and will never become, a narrowly electoralist 

formation;

Our approach to elections will be guided in this phase of the struggle 

by our overall strategic commitment to advancing, deepening and 

defending the national democratic revolution – the South African road 

to socialism; and

Our strategic objective in regard to state power is to secure not party 

political but working class hegemony over the state.

COMMUNISTS TO THE FRONT TO BUILD

WORKING CLASS HEGEMONY IN THE STATE!
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